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Hard Work Pays Dividends
Nursing programs strive for an increase in first time NCLEX pass rates for students
By Patricia Dunphy Suplee, PhD, CNS, RN,C & Mary Ellen Smith Glasgow, PhD, CS, RN
Times have changed. In contrast to the former pencil and paper exam over 2 days, today's nursing students have 6 hours to take the 
computerized adaptive test (CAT) NCLEX exam containing 72-265 items. Within 1 week, test takers learn their RN status.
At Drexel University, Philadelphia, 100 percent of the 193 graduating BSN students who took the NCLEX exam between May 2005 and 
2006 passed on their first try. Since the first graduating class in 2002, Drexel's pass rate has ranged from 97-100 percent.
In comparison, the average first-time pass rate in the U.S. is currently 88 percent.1 In 2005, of those who failed, 43 percent passed the
NCLEX on the second or later attempt1 — a drastic decline from the first-time rate.
NCLEX failure causes feelings of inadequacy and grief, as well as perceptions of social stigma that may interfere with passing the exam 
in the future.2 Students also may feel a sense of "betrayal" from their alma mater, since they passed courses in order to graduate but 
didn't pass the NCLEX exam. In addition, once candidates fail the exam in Pennsylvania, they may no longer work as graduate nurses.
The NCLEX pass rate also affects the academic institution's reputation. Ultimately, high quality applicants apply to a program with a high
pass rate. NCLEX outcomes also are consistently used as the criterion for program accreditation and continued state board approval. 
One can also argue that academic institutions have an ethical responsibility to ensure their graduates will pass the NCLEX with a 
reasonable degree of certainty.
So it becomes even more imperative for programs to prepare students for the NCLEX while they are in school, where there should be 
appropriate academic supports in place.
Supportive Strategies 
According to the literature NCLEX performance is influenced by a variety of factors: academic performance, English as a second 
language, family responsibilities, emotional stress, self-awareness of academic risks and anxiety.2,3 However, there is no decisive 
evidence to identify students at risk or strategies to ensure their success. Siktberg and Dillard proposed that attention to academic 
progression policies, effective teaching strategies, clinical exposure and a structured NCLEX preparation plan would significantly 
contribute to positive NCLEX outcomes.4
In a study by Nibert, Young and Adamson, 45 RN programs (30.20 percent) tied academic progression to a minimally acceptable exit 
exam score for students to graduate or take the licensing exam.5 Several schools use an exit exam as an outcome criteria as part of 
their program curriculum, to measure student readiness or to identify student study needs. The HESI Exit Exam has been used 
successfully as both a measure of preparedness to take the NCLEX and a benchmark for remediation.6
At Drexel, an NCLEX review course is the foundation for the senior seminar course, focusing on test-taking strategies, content review 
and coping with anxiety and time management issues. Individualized study plans are contracted by the student and faculty based on 
previously taken specialty HESI exams and identified learning needs. Faculty members and students meet throughout the quarter to 
review study progress. Supplementary study tools provided to the student include Drexel's NCLEX-EXCEL review course DVD and
audio CD.
In addition to multiple choice exams, students must be competent in clinical skills including history taking, physical exam, communication
and clinical decision making before graduation. Therefore, a demonstration of core professional skill competencies and a standardized 
patient lab experience are included in the capstone course.
Students must successfully pass the HESI Exit Exam to pass the capstone course. Those who do not pass the HESI Exit Exam must 
repeat the capstone course, including an individual review of the HESI Exit Exam with a faculty member, a Drexel University NCLEX 
EXCEL 4-day live review course and an individual remediation plan.
"The 100 percent NCLEX pass rate at Drexel is a tribute to the nursing faculty who have designed a sophisticated curriculum and
NCLEX prep system," commented Gloria Donnelly, PhD, RN, FAAN, dean of the College of Nursing and Health Professions at Drexel.
"We believe the college has an obligation to maximize the students' chances for first-time success — given the human and fiscal
investment they make and the fact that the likelihood of passing on the second try decreases. Without a nursing license, there is no
return on this investment."
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